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ABSTRACT
In this age of disquiet owing to climate change and contemporary 
ecological-social calamities, a pastoral Church needs to form servant-
leaders who can be imaginative practitioners of ecological works of mercy, 
or who can sow seeds of the New Creation, which reveals the freedom, 
fidelity, empathy, and eco-social responsibility and maturity of God's sons 
and daughters in Christ.
45 
Two-thirds of this piece had been published earlier as “Ecological Works of Mercy,” in Mercy 
[Concilium 4], edited by Lisa Cahill et al. (London: SCM Press), 117–29.
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A Contemporary Story 
In the short story, “Rainbow’s Edge,”2 two nameless friends who are young 
Filipino fishermen of a small island are having a conversation. One is talkative; 
the other is subdued. The talkative one wants to leave the island and go to the 
city to find a good job, and he teases his quiet friend for gazing at the sunset like 
the city-bred tourists do. The quiet one does not want to migrate. But both 
fishermen agree that their catch has been dwindling, and their outriggers need to 
go farther and farther away from the shore. They have heard different reasons for 
their diminishing catch, but they are uncertain about what to believe and what 
to do. 
The quiet fisherman wants to venture out to sea as far as “the rainbow’s 
edge,” where “perhaps the fish and sea’s treasures keep safe from the spiteful 
weather that has lost sense of the seasons.”3 His outspoken friend recalls the last 
time they were together, just before the arrival of Typhoon Haiyan, which 
brought a giant wave that struck and took the quiet fisherman away right before 
the eyes of his father, who was clinging to a tree. The imaginary conversation 
ends with the talkative fisherman’s decision to stay on the island to do what can 
be done while his friend remains missing without a trace. 
 
Questions within an Ancient Story 
“Rainbow’s Edge” is a tragicomic story in which a poor and young 
fisherman in a state of mourning after surviving a terrible calamity imagines a 
conversation with his missing peer and friend. As I reflected on “Rainbow’s 
Edge,” I remembered the biblical story of Noah and the Flood, and in rereading 
the story in Genesis, the following questions were evoked in me: From the time 
the floodwaters came and left and after God set the rainbow in the clouds, was 
Noah ever troubled, and did he mourn the drowning of his neighbors, peers, and 
friends? Did he ever engage in some imaginary conversation with neighbors who 
drowned? Did he ever see them in his dreams or nightmares? How deeply did he 
empathize or feel his link with them? 
                                                                                                 
2.  Honorio Bartolome de Dios, “Rainbow’s Edge,” translated from the Tagalog by Regina 
Abuyuan, in Agam [Disquiet and Discernment]: Filipino Narratives on Uncertainty and 
Climate Change (Quezon City: Institute for Climate and Sustainable Cities, 2014), 51–52. 
3.  Ibid., 51. 
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Empathy and Responsibility 
To bring the questions closer to home, how deeply do we, disciples and 
friends of Jesus, empathize with climate change refugees and those who have lost 
loved ones, homes, and livelihood from ecological-social disasters in our times? 
Empathy is the ability to imagine and share in another’s feelings. Empathy 
is essential for the present generation to feel responsible for the future 
generations, who will likely bear the brunt of anthropogenic or human-induced 
climate change. Empathy is essential for households, communities, and 
institutions to practice hospitality or to be welcoming towards refugees who have 
fled from eco-social calamities. Empathy is necessary for pastoral servants to 
show the merciful face of Christ to people in misery regardless of their race, 
culture, faith tradition, and social status. It is thus vital to include the exercise, 
development, and preservation of empathy in the continuing formation of 
pastoral servants. 
Let me continue with some more questions in connection with the ancient 
story. After God made an everlasting covenant with Noah’s family and all life on 
earth, and Noah took to wine and became drunk (Genesis 9:20–21), did he do 
so in order to drown out the sights and sounds of death he would remember and 
which perhaps afflicted him with survivor’s guilt? Did he try to drown out his 
guilt for his insufficient sense of responsibility or his lack of initiative, as he 
seemed not to have pleaded or argued with his contemporaries to save at least 
some of them? Also, did Noah ever plead or argue with God to reconsider the 
deeply troubling decision to sweep away the lives of countless people and 
animals? 
In our times, does the formation of pastoral servants include the goal of 
strengthening their sense of eco-social responsibility for the future and present 
generations, or their sense of inter-generational solidarity? 
 
Seeking and Telling Resonant Stories 
To return to “Rainbow’s Edge,” it is one of the Filipino narratives on 
uncertainty and climate change in a collection entitled Agam, an old Filipino 
word that can be translated as both disquiet and discernment. This collection 
was published by the Philippine Institute for Climate and Sustainable Cities 
(iCSC) in 2014, in the wake of the strongest tropical cyclone ever to make 
landfall, Typhoon Haiyan. In November 2013, Haiyan brought storm waves 
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that took away the lives of at least 6,000 men, women, and children, not 
counting their pets and livestock, and which swept away the homes and the 
means of livelihood of nearly 2 million people. 
Agam is a collection of original photographs and short works of prose and 
poetry in several local languages from notable writers who tried to avoid the use 
of “wooden, dense, and constipating” terms and expressions found in the climate 
change discourse of many scientists and policy-makers.4 When assertions and 
debates on the issue of climate change are perceived to be too strange and 
prescriptive, many ordinary people opt to ignore the issue or to develop an 
attitude of indifference or fatalism. In this light, the iCSC executive director 
asks: “If we can’t even practice story-telling over such a critical issue, why do we 
expect that more Filipinos will get involved in the conversations and campaigns 
that matter?”5  
In creative ways, the writers in Agam have attempted to give voice to 
ordinary people, poor households, and indigenous communities who witnessed 
destruction from sudden storms, flash floods, and “massive waves that swamped 
everything in a monstrous surge,” in the aftermath of which survivors “were left 
orphaned in an ocean of grief.”6 After the super storm, despite their sense that, 
instead of a new dawn, “days of foreboding await,”7 several survivors would 
continue to live and work in geological hazard zones at the forefront and the 
fringes of climate change. 
The writers in Agam hope that their stories and verses will help to make 
the eco-social challenges of climate change resonate with more Filipino 
households and communities, and to facilitate reflection, discussion, and an 
active search for helpful and enduring ways to respond. 
For ethnobiologist, Gleb Raygorodetsky, a primary requirement to become 
“a good ally” of indigenous communities in their efforts to respond to climate 
change is the commitment to listen to their stories and ideas.8 Laws, policies, and 
scientific data are important for systematic responses to our ecological crisis. The 
stories and narratives of persons, households, and communities in geo-hazard 
                                                                                                 
4.  See Renato R. Constantino, “Introduction,” in Agam, xvii. 
5.  Ibid., xvii–xviii. 
6.  Romulo Baquiran, “The Changing Sky,” in Agam, 62. 
7.  Ibid., 63. 
8.  Gleb Raygorodetsky, The Archipelago of Hope: Wisdom and Resilience from the Edge of Climate 
Change (New York: Pegasus Books, 2017), 266. 
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zones, the “hot zones” of bio-cultural diversity, and the zones at the fringes of 
climate change, however, are increasingly vital resources in order to move 
ordinary people beyond either indifference or fatalism and toward sustained 
conversations, creative campaigns, and responsible actions. 
To what extent does the continuing formation of pastoral servants develop 
and sustain: (1) the habit of active listening, especially to ordinary persons and 
communities in misery, in geo-hazard zones, or at the margins of Church and 
society; and (2) authentic interest in their stories and memories? 
 
Signs of the Times 
A refrain in Agam is the lament that, in our times, the transient “whiplash 
of the seasons becomes frenzied and happens out of season.”9 In a description of 
the impact of climate change among several indigenous communities in which 
he immersed himself as an anthropologist and theologian, Karl Gaspar wrote: 
No longer are there clear dry and wet seasons. There are alternating 
periods of longer droughts and excessive rainfall which cause floods 
in the lowlands and landslides in the uplands. In addition, the rate 
of vermin and pest attacks in swidden farms is escalating.10 
Our changing climate and our disruptive seasons appear to be something 
new under the sun, and they make everything more transient (cf. Ecclesiastes 
1:9). Under the changing heavens, the seasons are less trustworthy on the time to 
sow and the time to reap, the time to plant and the time to uproot and the right 
time for every activity (cf. Ecclesiastes 3:2). When the seasons themselves 
become uncertain and disruptive, it becomes more difficult for fellow believers 
and our pastoral leaders to discern how we should live in the presence of the 
Creator and how we might find satisfaction in all our labors.  
A recurring question in Agam concerns the sufficiency of local knowledge 
or indigenous wisdom to be able “to read the lines of the sea and the signs 
hidden in the clouds or the winds” in order to recognize an approaching storm, 
its likely severity, and the rapidity of its transit. In re-expressing the perplexity of 
a small farmer, Grace Monte de Ramos writes:  
                                                                                                 
9.  Baquiran, “The Changing Sky,” 61. 
10.  Karl Gaspar, Panagkutay [To Connect]: Anthropology and Theology Interfacing in Mindanao 
Uplands (The Lumad Homeland) (Quezon City: Institute of Spirituality in Asia, 2017), 56. 
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Look at the horizon. Is that a cloudburst or a deluge coming, or the 
thirst that goes with drought? How do you read the clouds when 
ancient wisdom no longer holds, is left behind as time unfolds?11  
In our age of anthropogenic climate change, it appears that one of the 
“signs of the times” is the recognition that indigenous peoples and small farmers 
and fishermen can no longer depend solely on their traditional wisdom to “know 
how to discern the face of the sky” (cf. Matthew 16:2–3).  
The disruptiveness of the seasons makes it difficult for the ordinary farmer 
to know the right time for sowing a useful seed in a backyard garden, and makes 
it foolish to leave the useful seedling or young plant to grow and mature by itself 
or without human care and technology. It has become more challenging to liken 
the faithful presence of God’s Kingdom to a seed sown by a farmer and left on 
its own to grow and produce the grain or fruits to be harvested at the usual time 
of the year (cf. Mark 4:26–29). 
The disruptiveness of the seasons and the perplexity it provokes, especially 
among indigenous peoples and ordinary agricultural workers, are among the 
signs of our times. Sensitivity to the signs of the times and the ability to guide 
fellow believers in interpreting and responding to them creatively in the Spirit of 
Christ are valuable talents in the exercise of pastoral leadership. 
 
Ecological Work of Mercy 
In 2015, the institutional response of the Roman Catholic Church to the 
eco-social signs of the times became clearer and stronger with the issuance of the 
encyclical Laudato Si’ (LS). In summary, it points out that our common home, 
the earth, is rapidly becoming much less hospitable, especially to poor people 
and many species of wildlife, owing to the interrelated forms of pollution of our 
environment, senses, minds, and hearts. Despite the gravity of the eco-social 
crisis confronting present and future generations of humankind, however, Pope 
Francis sees hope in the following: little everyday gestures, right habits, moderate 
and simple lifestyles of households and communities, and long-term strategies 
and projects from political, economic, educational, cultural, and religious 
institutions. 
                                                                                                 
11.  Grace Monte de Ramos, “How Do You Read the Clouds?” in Agam, 36–37.  
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Laudato Si’ describes “creation . . . as a gift from the outstretched hand of the 
Father of all, and as a reality illuminated by the love which calls us together into 
universal communion” (LS, 76). As part of the legacy of love from our wise and 
mighty Creator, “every creature has its own value and significance” (LS, 76). Thus, 
humankind as the divine image on earth (Genesis 1:26) has inalienable dignity and 
responsibility to ensure the fruitfulness of the earth, and to preserve the blessed 
fruitfulness of wildlife (Genesis 1:22), for the sake of the present and future 
generations through intelligent ways and means that “must respect the laws of nature 
and the delicate equilibria existing between the creatures of this world” (LS, 68).  
In 2016, Pope Francis proposed “a new work of mercy . . . care for our 
common home.” As a spiritual work, it invites us to a “grateful contemplation of 
God’s world . . . which allows us to discover in each thing a teaching which God 
wishes to hand on to us”; as a corporal work, it “requires simple daily gestures 
which break with the logic of violence, exploitation and selfishness, and makes 
itself felt in every action that seeks to build a better world.”12  
In our ecclesial response to the signs of the times, we need to form pastoral 
servants who can be creative practitioners of ecological works of mercy, who can 
specify ways in which care for our common home is a work of mercy, and who 
can educate and mobilize households and communities of believers to imagine 
and pursue ways to practice this new work of mercy in their contexts and locales. 
 
Calling Attention to Creation 
In my view, here is one way to specify care for the earth and its dwellers as 
a new spiritual work of mercy: “consoling the afflicted” by calling attention to 
the wonders of creation in daily life. On a personal note, I remember my late 
father. In his last years of deteriorating health and unwanted retirement from 
hectic public service, he would notice and mention with a faint smile the twitter 
of sparrows from trees outside the informal dining area at home.  
At times I muse on these lines translated from an epic poem of the 
Manobo indigenous groups in Mindanao:  
We shall not feel lonely 
We shall not feel sad 
                                                                                                 
12.  “Message of His Holiness Pope Francis for the Celebration of the World Day of Prayer for 
the Care of Creation” (1 September 2016), 5.  
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Because the trees will play the lute. 
The rustling sound of the leaves will be 
Singing the victory song. 
The rocks will be whistling 
Whistling that can truly console 
The chanting bamboos 
The singing sons will console.13 
Consolation can come to us through beings and things in nature owing to 
“the intimate connection between God and all beings”; Laudato Si’ points out 
that this connection is perceived by mystics like John of the Cross (1542–1591) 
in whose Cantico Espiritual one can read the following lines, which LS 
reproduces: “Lonely valleys are quiet, pleasant, cool, shady and flowing with 
fresh water; in the variety of their groves and in the sweet song of the birds, they 
afford abundant recreation and delight to the senses, and in their solitude and 
silence, they refresh us and give rest” (LS, 234). 
 
Ecological Wisdom in Job 
A biblical example of consoling the afflicted by calling attention to 
creation is the long poetic drama of Job (3:1–42:6). To troubled Job’s repeated 
protestations of his innocence and the unfairness of his suffering, the Lord 
responds “out of the whirlwind” (38:1). God peppers Job with many questions 
and statements that refer to the world of nature, its deep secrets, its superfluous 
aspects (38:25–27), its wildlife that eludes human control (ch 39), and its 
fabulous beasts (40:15–41:34). 
The divine speeches to Job include an amusing description of “the wild ass,” 
which takes “the wasteland as its home” and “laughs at the commotion in the 
town” (39:5–7). The Lord also expresses comic delight in “the ostrich,” which was 
created somewhat stupid yet surely swift, as “she spreads her feathers to run and 
laughs at horse and rider” (39:13–18). After God evokes an expansive vision of 
divine gratuitousness, freedom, and sportive creativity within and beyond divine 
                                                                                                 
13.  Agyu, in Gabriel Casal, Kayamanan [Treasure]: Ma’i – Panoramas of Philippine Primeval, ed. 
Nick Joaquin (Manila: Central Bank of the Philippines, 1986), 137. In Chinese merchant 
records from 1225 CE, Ma’i was the name of the group of islands that the Spanish colonizers 
in the 16th century eventually called the Philippines after their absolute monarch Philip II 
(1556–1598). 
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justice, the poetic drama comes to a close with Job finding peace in the Lord and 
peace with himself, even if his fortunes have not (yet) returned (42:5–6). 
 
Names of the Endangered 
In the great hymn to the Creator and Sustainer, Psalm 104, the “wild 
asses” and the “wild goats” are among the wildlife mentioned by the ancient 
psalmist. The Somali wild ass and the Nubian ibex, respectively, were the 
animals that the psalmist likely had in mind. Today, they are considered 
endangered species. In the case of the wild ass, it is critically endangered, and in 
Israel it survives only in the Yotvata Hai-Bar Nature Reserve.  
For believers and pastoral servants, better knowledge of the “animals of the 
Bible”14 and their current condition will increase our appreciation of texts like 
Psalm 104, and familiarity with the kinds of abundant and endangered wildlife 
and habitats near our households and communities today will help nurture and 
consolidate an ecological spirituality. 
One way to nurture an ecological spirituality in a local church or faith 
community is the adaptation, composition, and promotion of hymns and 
prayers to the Creator in which the presider or the worshippers pronounce the 
names of endangered species in the country or region such as, in the case of the 
Philippines, the haribon (royal bird: the Philippine eagle), the tamaraw (wild 
buffalo), the katala (red-vented cockatoo), the kalaw (hornbill), the kwaknit 
(naked-backed fruit bat), the kulo-kulo (bleeding-heart dove), and the Palawan 
forest turtle.15 
Recognized names contain signifying power. The periodic speaking and 
hearing of names, local or global, common or scientific, proper or improper, 
have consequences for communities especially when they come together whether 
in solemn assembly or not. In the second creation story in Genesis chapter two, 
the naming of each kind of animal appears to be such an important 
                                                                                                 
14.  See, e.g., David Darom, Animals of the Bible: From the Lion to the Snail (Herzlia: Palphot, n.d.). 
15.  In his attempt to reclaim the Psalms for the laity, the majority faithful, Jim Cotter composed 
a version of Psalm 104 with lines such as the following: “There jostle the shining mountains, 
lands of the long white clouds, eagles soaring to their eyries, snow leopards ruling the 
heights.” See Jim Cotter, Psalms for a Pilgrim People (Harrisburg: Morehouse Publishing, 
1998), 222. 
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responsibility of humankind that the Lord wants “to see what the human would 
name” each of them (2:19). 
To what extent does the formation of pastoral servants today include the 
exercise of creativity in leading prayer and worship with ecological elements that 
are relevant to their pastoral contexts? 
 
Mourning the Extinct 
In communities that nurture an ecological spirituality, this can become a 
specific practice of mercy: the public recital and solemn remembrance of the 
names of the dead or extinct species whose extinction was anthropogenic or 
caused by human activity. Perhaps churches, dioceses, parishes, and schools can 
initiate or establish a “day of remembrance and mourning for extinct creatures 
(in the anthropocene16 epoch)” in which names such as the Cebu warty pig, the 
Javan tiger, the Tasmanian tiger, and the Caribbean monk seal, among others, 
are recited in prayer meetings, liturgies, or even in the eucharistic prayer. 
I humbly propose that such a day or period of remembrance of extinct 
species be included in the ecumenical “‘Time for Creation’ during the five weeks 
between 1 September (the Orthodox commemoration of God’s creation) and 4 
October (the commemoration of Francis of Assisi in the Catholic Church and 
some other Western traditions).”17 Mourning the dead is an act of mercy, and it 
disposes mourners to receive the blessing of consolation (Matthew 5:4).  
A specific holy day for extinct creatures can be a good opportunity to 
undergo “ecological conversion” and do the following:  
(1)  express gratitude to our Creator for the gift of creatures and species that 
humankind had encountered and known even though insufficiently and 
briefly in the past;  
                                                                                                 
16.  The anthropocene is our contemporary period in which humankind has become aware of 
our planetary power and (ir)responsibility. “‘We’re the first species that’s become a planet-
scale influence and is aware of that reality’ (Andrew Revkin). . . . This is our time, the 
Anthropocene . . . the epoch when we gained our bearings and lost our marbles.” See Renato 
R. Constantino, “Weather,” in Agam, 94. 
17. “Message of His Holiness” (1 September 2016), 1. The “Time for Creation” was proposed 
initially by the Third European Ecumenical Assembly and supported by the World Council 
of Churches. 
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(2) mourn their extinction and show regret for the lost and irretrievable 
opportunity for present and future generations to observe and 
appreciate living specimens especially in the wild;  
(3) confess our sins against the Creator and creation;  
(4) invoke divine mercy on behalf of, on the one hand, the poor persons 
and families who resort to destructive environmental practices owing 
to ignorance or desperation, and on the other, the consumerist and 
complacent persons and classes whose ears are sealed so that they hear 
only their own voices and nothing of the cries of poor families or the 
groans of the Creator Spirit in endangered species;  
(5) come together to talk about practical ways and means to prevent the 
extinction of more species and to provide alternative forms of 
livelihood to poor people who engage in harmful environmental 
practices such as random slash-and-burn farming, cyanide and 
dynamite fishing, and haphazard small-scale mining. 
For worship services in the “Time for Creation,” and even outside this 
period, it will be meaningful to refrain from using images and religious objects 
that were made from ivory. In a pastoral letter, “The Lord God Made Them 
All,” the president of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines 
(CBCP) appealed to fellow bishops “to prohibit the clerics from blessing any 
new statue, image or object of devotion made or crafted from such material as 
ivory or similar body parts of endangered or protected species, nor shall such 
new statues or images be used as objects of veneration in any of our churches . . . 
[and] no donation of any new statue or religious object made from ivory . . . 
shall be accepted.”18 
 
Developing a Multifaceted Ecological Understanding 
Another ecological work of mercy for our times is helping households and 
communities to discover or develop a multifaceted or multilayered ecological 
understanding. To return to the example of the poetic text of Job, the divine 
                                                                                                 
18.  “Those statues and images of ivory . . . already in use probably for centuries before the 
issuance of this pastoral guidance, should be safeguarded, and may remain in use for 
purposes of devotion and in recognition of their historical value.” See Socrates Villegas, “The 
Lord God Made Them All: Pastoral Moral Guidance on the Poaching, Trafficking and 
Decimation of Endangered Species” (Manila: CBCP, 04 November 2015), 1–2. 
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speeches include a parody of Job’s speech, and they evoke many facets of 
creation: from the stable and orderly aspects to the fierce, funny, and frolicsome 
aspects.19 Also, in many cultures, there are humorous proverbs about wildlife and 
nature. One example is the Filipino proverb: “The crow shouts so that no one 
will shout at it.”20 
In the aftermath of the storm waves of typhoon Haiyan, an actor and 
cultural worker, Joel Saracho, offered as one of his contributions to the Agam 
collection an adaptation of the tragicomic lyrics of a traditional folk song, 
“Sitsiritsit Alibangbang.” In the original song, which has a fast rhythm, there is a 
horrid and humorous stanza about a man who is rowing a boat on his way to the 
capital city, and the boatman is given a child to be exchanged for a toy doll. 
Saracho retained the fast rhythm, but changed the lyrics. Here is my translation 
of one of the modified stanzas: “That kind sir, he lost his boat. He can neither 
sail nor float. His kith and kin, they’re now all dead. That kind sir stares blankly 
ahead.”21 
For William Whedbee, authentic comedy is not merely amusing, and its 
major point “is its perception of the incongruities of existence in which 
celebration and festivity occur side-by-side with evil and death.”22 
The comic and the ironic can be components of the sacred. This is shown in 
the rituals of many oral societies. According to the anthropologist Victor Turner, 
many “rites of passage” and seasonal rituals of tribal societies have playsome, 
“ludic,” and even comic aspects like “joking relationships, sacred games . . . 
riddles, mock-ordeals, holy fooling and clowning, and Trickster tales.”23 Within 
certain bounds in the rituals, these ludic aspects are allowed to point or allude to 
the unmentionables in the day-to-day life of the community such as hidden, 
                                                                                                 
19.  The humorous aspect is such that the book of Job can be considered a comedy, or better, a 
tragicomedy because of “its perception of incongruity that moves in the realm of the ironic, 
the ludicrous, and the ridiculous.” See William Whedbee, The Comedy of Job, in On Humour 
and the Comic in the Hebrew Bible, eds. Y. Radday and A. Brenner (Sheffield: Academic 
Press, 1990), 221. 
20.  Damiana Eugenio, Philippine Folk Literature: The Proverbs (Quezon City: University of the 
Philippines Press, 2002), 118. Perhaps this is an example from the book of Proverbs: “The 
rock badgers are a feeble folk, yet they make their home in the crags” (30:26). 
21.  Joel Saracho, “Two Songs,” in Agam, 72. 
22.  Whedbee, 245. 
23.  Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play (New York: 
Performing Arts Journal, 1982), 32. 
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embarrassing antagonisms, the follies of the leaders, or the structural 
contradictions in the community. In this way, the ludic aspects become forms of 
social sanction. 
I believe that it is an eye-opener to imagine our Creator as divinity with a 
profound and mysterious sense of humor. Within humankind as image of God, 
humor is a valuable way of knowing and acting in the world,24 and it is desirable 
to develop and maintain a good sense of humor in studying wildlife and 
discussing the serious ecological challenges that societies and families face and 
the sustainable means to respond to them. Laughter that is not scornful can 
relieve a headache or heartache and create a gateway, even if it often will be a 
narrow gateway, for entrance into necessary reflection and better decision-
making. In his latest apostolic exhortation, Gaudete et Exsultate, Pope Francis 
says, “Christian joy is usually accompanied by a sense of humor” (GE, 126). 
Perhaps in our personal encounters with Jesus during prayer or meditation 
especially by the sea, near a forest, or in a garden or green space, we can imagine 
him smiling as he says, “Look at the birds of the air . . . See how the flowers of 
the field grow.” (Mt 6:26–28) Or, “are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? 
Yet not one of them is forgotten by God.” (Lk 12:6) Then Jesus adds: “Indeed, 
the very hairs of your head are all numbered” (12:7). Imagine the crowd of 
listeners, some of whom have lost or are heavily losing hair. The grinning Jesus 
will have provoked both groans and laughter. 
To what extent does the formation of pastoral servants include the 
cultivation of a rich ecological imagination in reading and reflecting on the 
gospel stories and teachings? 
In some instances, a better way of consoling the afflicted is by calling 
attention to the ludicrous or the tragicomic within creation. Perhaps believers 
and pastoral leaders who like to quote and sing the 1848 hymn “All Things 
Bright and Beautiful”25 by Cecil Alexander will need to wrestle with these 
(modified) lyrics of the 1989 parody made by the British comedy group Monty 
Python: 
                                                                                                 
24.  “Humor is not a mood but a way of looking at the world.” See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture 
and Value, ed. G.H. von Wright, trans. P. Winch (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980), 78. 
25.  “All creatures great and small . . . the Lord God made them all” are lines from the 1848 
hymn which are quoted in the first sentence of the CBCP letter of Archbishop Villegas.  
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 All things dull and ugly, 
 All creatures short and squat, 
 All things rude and nasty, 
 (Did not God make the lot?) 
 Each little snake that poisons, 
 Each little wasp that stings, 
 (Did he make their brutish venom? 
 Did he make their horrid wings?) 
 
Mature Ecological Spirituality 
The mature ecological spirituality for our times leads us to open our eyes 
also to the ugly and tragic facets and facts of nature and wildlife even within 
habitats with minimal human intervention. Among the foul facets are the fierce 
territoriality within many species and the cannibalism in which progenitors eat 
some of their young or the strong ones eat the wounded and the sick.  
In rural areas of Cebu island, the small farmer lives closer to nature than 
the ordinary urban dweller. She “looks up and asks for clement weather – the 
right amount of sun and rain,” and knows the difficulty of “watching out for 
ravenous birds [and] defending against audacious rats.”26 Thus, she will not be 
like the armchair ecological thinker who can easily romanticize nature and 
wildlife. In the Song of Songs, which is the inspiration for the Cantico Espiritual, 
a lovesick singer knows about the urgency to “catch . . . the foxes, the little foxes 
that ruin the vineyards, our vineyards that are in bloom” (SS 2:15). 
I consider Jim Cotter’s creative version of Psalm 104 expressive of a 
profound ecological spirituality especially in these last lines: 
You give us an abundance to share, the loaves of life for the table, 
wine to gladden our hearts, oil to lighten our skin. Yet the sun can 
scorch the corn, the lava snap the trees, the hurricane flatten the 
houses, the tidal waves and river floods drown. The meteors hurtle 
through space, the stars explode and vanish, the violence our hearts 
abhor, yet playing its vital part. We may believe your Spirit created 
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and renews the face of the earth: the destruction tempers our praise, 
darkened by pain and perplexity.27 
Perplexity is the state of the small farmer in Cebu, for her crops had 
shriveled in one season and had drowned or been swept away in the next, owing 
to extreme weather conditions. Monte de Ramos gives poetic voice to the 
farmer’s confusion as regards “great changes in the heavens,” and she asks 
questions such as: “What has happened to our weather? . . . Why has the 
southwest wind lost its way, no longer arriving on the usual day?”28 
Since indigenous peoples and traditional agricultural workers can no 
longer depend solely on ancient wisdom to know how to forecast extreme 
weather conditions in their locales, it is another ecological work of mercy to help 
the poor and vulnerable groups to expand their scientific, ethical, aesthetical, 
cultural, and religious understanding of the climate, nature, and wildlife. 
 
Ecological Education 
Educating the households and communities as regards scientific 
knowledge on the climate and the environment is an undertaking that is both 
merciful and respectful when the scientific education is done in language that is 
accessible to the target audience and sensitive to, or resonant with, the local 
cultural context. One of the areas which Karl Gaspar identifies as a priority for 
academic and research institutions is the study of indigenous knowledge systems 
and practices (IKSP) as a starting point and “bedrock of possibilities for climate 
change mitigation and adaptation.”29  
For Pope Francis, “integral ecology . . . calls for greater attention to local 
cultures when studying environmental problems, favoring a dialogue between 
scientific-technical language and the language of the people” (LS, 143). When 
used without cultural or contextual sensitivity, scientific and academic language 
often would appear elitist, alienating, and disempowering to poor and vulnerable 
groups. 
According to Gleb Raygorodetsky, indigenous communities at the fringes 
of climate change and their allies in scientific and research institutions have to 
                                                                                                 
27.  Cotter, Psalms for a Pilgrim People, 222–23. 
28.  Monte de Ramos, “How Do You Read the Clouds?” 36–37. 
29.  Gaspar, Panagkutay, 61. 
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engage in “knowledge co-creation,” which yields lessons that are “locally 
relevant” and acceptable and thus have more potential to mobilize the 
communities themselves to help address ecological problems.30 
It is another ecological work of mercy to help poor and vulnerable groups 
to invent, co-create, or utilize low-cost local technology and technical 
instruments for the following: for small farmers, fishermen, indigenous peoples, 
and landless families in geo-hazard zones to monitor gradual and sudden changes 
in the environment; for urban poor families to grow organic food and medicinal 
herbs through household or communal composting and indoor farming.31 The 
low-cost technology will have to be culturally sensitive, and as much as possible, 
the materials for making or assembling such instruments can be found in the 
locale or region.  
It is an ecological work of mercy to help poor and vulnerable families and 
communities to survive and adapt creatively to climate change and 
environmental degradation. Then if they become climate change refugees or 
abandon their homes and locales to seek refuge from environmental disasters, it 
is an ecological work of mercy to welcome them and offer hospitality. 
As for affluent and not-so-affluent persons who are obsessed with 
consumption that generates needless waste and climate-changing emissions, 
ecological education has these priorities: the adoption of moderate or simple 
lifestyles, the development of ecological habits or virtues like temperance, and 
the discovery of joy and peace in “fraternal encounters, in service, in developing 
their gifts, in music and art, in contact with nature, in prayer” (LS, 223). 
 
Words of Nature 
Contact with nature can bring joy, for “nature is filled with words of love” 
(LS, 225). From a mystical perspective, this is true, and we need to rediscover 
                                                                                                 
30.  Raygorodetsky, Archipelago of Hope, 258. 
31.  Even before the advent of Laudato Si’, composting and organic farming have been at the 
forefront of common ecological initiatives of some religious communities in the Philippines. 
See Daniel Franklin Pilario, “Caring for Our Common Home: Responses of Philippine 
Religious Congregations to Laudato Si,” unpublished report to the CBCP (2016), 2. Among 
other initiatives, “pastoral care for dumpsite workers” is an ecological ministry that needs to 
be sustained and expanded. “The Philippines does not have high-tech recycling machineries 
like in First World countries. We have human recyclers, scavengers in Payatas dumpsite, for 
instance. It is desirable that the Church be there for them.” See ibid., 2–3. 
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such words of love especially in times of loneliness, affliction, or desolation. 
Nature, however, is like a great work of art which offers neither a singular 
message nor an absolute teaching. Other messages need to be rediscovered such 
as, among others, signs of attentiveness, caution, timeliness, and detachment, 
and the tragicomic consequences of ignorance, inattentiveness, and rashness.  
A form of detachment, for example, is a facet of nature, as the disease-
carrying mosquito bites the merciful and the merciless; the hungry lion roars at 
the friendly and the unfriendly; the fierce heat of a dry season shrivels the crops 
of the evil and the good; the unexpected rain “weeps differently, arrives as a 
tantrum that tears mountains and turns villages into gravestones”32 of the 
righteous and the unrighteous (cf. Mt 5:45). It is as if a voice in nature says: 
whether the moral or immoral person lives or dies is no concern of mine. 
The spirituality whose ecological understanding is multifaceted helps us to 
recognize not only the equilibrium, harmony, and beauty of creation but also its 
tragicomic facets and meticulous and scientific complexity. A “mystical meaning 
to be found” in each thing, being, and force of nature (LS, 233) is helpful in 
responding concretely to our ecological crisis when such meaning is connected 
closely to, or is a fruit of, a multifaceted understanding in which religious 
insight, aesthetic sensibility, and scientific knowledge are kept together in 
dynamic and creative tension. 
 
Managing and Re-enchanting Nature 
In my view, for ecological spirituality to be more relevant to our current 
crisis, it has to wrestle with the phenomenon of the dissolution of “nature,” the 
nature untouched by human intervention. According to the public intellectual, 
Anthony Giddens, the human species in our “runaway world” is already living 
with “managed nature” in ecological-social systems, rather than in natural 
ecosystems; thus exhortations to return to “nature” or to abolish urbanism 
represent a nostalgia that can turn into a noxious delusion.33 In this light, a call 
to care for, or to reconcile with, creation will have to be distinguished from a call 
to return to nature.  
                                                                                                 
32.  Baquiran, “The Changing Sky,” in Agam, 62.  
33.  Anthony Giddens, Beyond Left and Right: The Future of Radical Politics (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1994), 206–12. 
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In the anthropocene epoch, totally undisturbed and unprotected natural 
environments exist no longer on land at least.34 Current wildlife sanctuaries, 
forest preserves, and nature reserves will remain “natural” only if they are 
protected and managed carefully. Whether one admits it or not, our various 
communities and organizations, including large centralized organizations like 
States and multinational corporations and agencies, have been managing eco-
social environments badly or well. It is nightmarish to imagine billions of people 
withdrawing from any participation in managing their eco-social environment, 
as they fall down in ecstasy before “nature.” 
A nostalgic re-enchantment or romanticizing of nature will not bring our 
ecological-social problems closer to practical and systematic solutions. For a re-
enchantment to be beneficial, it would have to be akin to Baruch Spinoza’s third 
level of knowledge, an intuitive and, perhaps, mystical knowledge that can be 
called a second naivety. This third level cannot be reached without passing 
through the second level, the comprehension of the scientific determinations and 
rigors of nature. Re-enchantment should be neither the imitation of, nor the 
nostalgic return to, the original naivety of the first level.35 In this light, a mature 
ecological spirituality leads one to see the mystical layer or core of nature together 
with many other layers or facets so much so that the mystical nurtures, interacts 
actively with, and does not substitute for, the practical and the theoretical. 
 
Summary Points 
Let me assemble questions and points that can be relevant for the mission 
and work of a pastoral Church. 
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spinozism, or panentheistic spinozism, to articulate a Christian God-concept for the 
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1. Empathy is necessary for pastoral servants to show the merciful face of 
Christ to people in misery owing to ecological-social disasters regardless 
of their race, culture, faith tradition, and social status; it is thus vital to 
include the exercise, development, and preservation of empathy in their 
continuing formation. 
2. Does the formation of pastoral servants include the goal of 
strengthening their sense of eco-social responsibility for the future and 
present generations, or their sense of inter-generational solidarity? 
3. Does the continuing formation of pastoral servants develop and sustain: 
(a) the habit of active listening, especially to ordinary persons and 
communities in geological hazard zones or at the margins of Church 
and society, and (b) authentic interest in their stories and memories? 
4. Does the formation of pastoral servants today include the exercise of 
creativity in leading prayer and worship with ecological elements that 
are relevant to their pastoral contexts? 
5. Does the formation of pastoral servants include the cultivation of a rich 
ecological imagination in reading and reflecting on the gospel stories 
and teachings? 
6. In our ecclesial response to the signs of the times, we need to form 
pastoral servants who can be creative practitioners of ecological works 
of mercy, who can specify ways in which care for our common home is 
a work of mercy, and who can educate and mobilize households, 
communities, and institutions of believers to imagine and pursue ways 
to practice this new work of mercy in their contexts and locales. 
7. Some ways to specify care for the earth and its dwellers as a new work of 
mercy are the following: 
(a) consoling the afflicted by calling attention to creation and its many 
facets such as the wondrous, the ludicrous, and the meticulous; 
(b) mourning the (anthropogenic) extinction of creatures that current 
and future generations will behold alive in the wild no more; 
(c) helping the poor and vulnerable groups to expand their scientific, 
ethical, aesthetical, cultural, and religious understanding of the 
climate, nature, and wildlife; 
(d) helping the poor and vulnerable, especially in geo-hazard zones, to 
invent, co-create, or utilize low-cost local technology for monitoring 
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unexpected changes in the environment and for growing their own 
organic food and medicinal herbs; 
(e) practicing hospitality toward climate change refugees and those who 
have fled from eco-social disasters. 
There can be more ecological works of mercy for different contexts. One 
Filipino proverb says, “the work of mercy never ends.”36 
 
Conclusion 
With the complexity and diversity of contexts, ecological works of mercy 
can become risky and troublesome tasks, yet pastoral servants can take to heart 
the words of the apostle Paul: “Always give yourselves fully to the work of the 
Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1 
Corinthians 15:58).  
Brothers and sisters in the Spirit of Jesus, who in his ministry would 
contemplate and talk about commonplace sparrows, free ravens, transient wild 
flowers, and troubled men and women (Luke 12:24–28), are sustained by their 
faith in his resurrection, which irreversibly has let loose the Spirit of the New 
Creation, which is God’s loveliest and final dwelling place (cf. Revelation 21:1–
4). The New Creation is the most radiant Temple where every kind of creature, 
whether a rare bird like the Philippine eagle or an ordinary one like the Eurasian 
sparrow, finds a healthy home (cf. Psalm 84:1–4). 
The disciples and friends of Jesus, the holy people of the Messiah, the 
believers in his resurrection, “are called to bring forth real and effective signs of 
God’s renewed creation even in the midst of the present age,”37 the age of 
anthropogenic climate change and global ecological-social crisis. In this age of 
disquiet and discernment, pastoral servants who creatively will undertake 
ecological works of mercy will be sowing seeds and showing signs of the New 
Creation, the liberation of creation from its painful bondage to frustration and 
futility, and the revelation of the freedom, fidelity and responsibility of the sons 
and daughters of God in the Spirit of Christ (cf. Romans 8:19–21). 
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HarperCollins, 2014), 106. 
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